The aging innate immune system.
Advanced age is associated with a breakdown of the epithelial barriers of the skin, lung and gastrointestinal tract, which enables invasion of delicate mucosal tissues by pathogenic organisms. Thus, there is an increased challenge for the innate immune system in aged subjects, as the portal of pathogen entry becomes more readily disturbed. Because of the number of aging baby boomers and the added environmental stresses that bombard the immune system on a daily basis, gaining an understanding of the functional integrity of the innate immune system in aged subjects is of paramount importance. Evidence suggests that macrophages play a central role in both innate and adaptive immune responses. Intrinsic, as well as extrinsic (environmental), factors dictate macrophage function. In aged subjects, the influence of extrinsic factors becomes increasingly more important. This may override the innate immune balance--pro- versus anti-inflammatory signals--thus yielding an inappropriate (either inadequate or overabundant) response when the system is challenged.